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Genetic Counselling znd the Psychistric Profession

The vwersistent deevening of our knowledge of molsculer ~enetics

would surely hove attrected ever-zrowinz esttentlo
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2nd problems of genetic counselling. This process has been accented by
zixkexxt two mkhe® well-publicized innovetions of reeent years: (1)
the"discovery'that 2 preventable genetic diseese, sickle-cell snemis
gnificont health problem among Blscks, amd (2) the development
of procedures for prenatal disgnosis of certsin metabolic z2nd chromo-
somal defects. The legslizetion of esrly sbortion has of course made
it possble to couple prensztzl diegnosis with preemptive terminstion

of high risk pregnsncies-- for the first time sllowing the couple

znoun to be cerrying genetic disesse the oprortunity of looking forwasrd
to heslthy children with high probability.

These develovpmenis haVe brought cenetic crunselling to the ztten-
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tion of the genersl public, st the same time as they have added new tools
for medicsl prophylaxis. Genetics has been incorporsted into the curri-
culum of most medical schools, sand is an importent part of the resesrch
and clinical care programs of depsartments of pedistrics snd of medicine.
It is no longer an srcane specialty a2t the fringes of the cere-tsking
professions.

Many aspects of the new developments in genetics deserve the stten-
tion of psychistrists-- raughly spesking, they could be classified into
the genetic zspects of vsychistric disesse, xiﬁ long estsblished but strangely
still controversial sector of psychistric resesrch, znd the psychiatric
(or even more brosdly, psycho-socisl) sspects of genetic disease, and of
the Rxzaxw disgnostic and therspeutic systems that have been developed
in response thereto. At the May 1973 annuel meeting of the Society,

Dr. Fichzel Sperber (McLean Hospital, Belmoamt, Mass.?) orpenized o venel
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disuussion of these interfsce issues -- the Tirst reported cceasicon

that the issues of zenetic counselling heve been brought hefors iths

Americen Fsvc!
discussants included Dr. Lissy Jervik (University of Czlifornis, Los
sngeles), rrofessor slvert lorzczewski (theologisn st Univ. of Texss
Fedical School), Dr. ilargerie V. Shew (geneticist snd Eecent law greduste
ot Texss), Dr. lerc Lspve (dzstings Center for bioethical studies) and

Dr, Xormsn Stoller ( ). Their reports

covered the whole renge of issues implied by their specilal tackgrounds.

w

They will be published in full elsewhere; snd while I have been privileged
of
to draw upon their insights, the orientationAand responsibility for the

following remarks zre my owhe.

During the p
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st 25 years we have witnessed greet strides in mole-
culer genetics. It is difficult to convey the central intellectusl
issues, briefly, to apecidists in other fields; we ma2y then more persu-
osively refer to technical capabilities as & messure of scientific sdvance,
even though these sre bybroducts more then the centrsl zim of basic
research. dowever, it is possible, for exsmple, today to duplicste the
DA wore of 2 virus with enzymstic procedures in vitro; end we are
surely not meny years from reports of synthesizing such viruses by
completely srtificisl chemicel procedures. Similerly, meny illumanating
reconstructions of DHA molecules zmsn be effected in the lsboratory --
and the sltered DIlA then shown to exhibit corresponding alterations in
its blologicsl esctivity ss 2 genetic templete within the cell.

However, there remsins an enormous gsp between our advanced
knowledge of ultimste biochemical processes, and the Hezktz detasils of
the way they ccoperste in 2 living system %k like the intel Tagent,

#dult humen being. Kotwithstsnding the gdvafnces in #oleculsr genetics

we have enly the most ordmitive methods for desling with impor&ant



rroblems in the genetics of men. This is hardly to deny the centrsl
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role of LIL for the genetic mechsnism of 21l forms of life, wmen in-
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cluded. Iowever, waen we dea
phenomens ss intelligence or smotionsl bhehavior, we really heve
ha)

very feeble instruments with which the separa,e the role of DIA-

enetic from cultursl-environmentzl influences on the developnent
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f the individusl. Scanty experiments involving sepsrated twins

are hardly to be compared with the znalysigs of bzcterisl strasins
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whose XsNEXIx composition is precisely controlled, or even with
strazins of mice that have been subjected to msny zenerations of
rigorous inbreeding to sssure their genetic horogeneity.We must be
skepticel of e halo effect that may transfer the repute of moleculsr
genetics to fields where it is ethically snd technically impossible
to. make observations of comparsble rigor.
For these reaons, I nmust insist on keeping sn oven mind on
questions like the extent of heritability (relstive role of Dil4)
on the development of intelligence or of psychopsthology. The theo-
reticel plsusibility that these trsits will show s substantisl
degree of genetic variation is no substitute for empiritel verifi-
cation, especislly if socislly disruptive and discrifminetory policies
might be smong the practical consequences. There is little doubt thst
criminal devisnce would be grestly diminished if the penallty for
every criminasl sact were sterilization, but the true price of such
3 policy would be so Bigh that it is inconceivable that it would be
revive universsl
unifornly spplied -- no more then we would inxnkx;theAdeaih penalty
(votentially an equally effective mesns of assuring social conformity.)
Furthermore, one popular myth sbout genetic determinstion --
say ebout psychopathology -- needs tc be auashed before we can sensibly
discuss genetic components of disesse: that is the nyth of genetic

fatelism or predestinstion.



his concept 25 been z2uvlied, especislly viviously to

ficult to discuss it without seeminz to =zdopt = n2jor oronise
which I bIuntly reject, nezumely that the schooling difficulties
of meany bleck children cen relisbly be ztiributed to genetic
deficincy. But it might blunt the pezssion with which racists
adopt such s view, and libersls stteck it (sometimes even to the
extreme of seeking to inhibit resesrch on the guestion) if the
protazgonists really understood what 2 thin thresd they were
tugging sgezinst. VWhatever its genetic component, intel ligence
is self-evidently the resulgsnt an extrsordinerily complex develop-
mnentsl processes. ZJesides the femilisr cultursl fsctors, these
surely 2lso respond to metters like nutrition, virus infection,

end specific patterns and timing of conceptusl inputs. If we

vy

were ta discover spedific genetic factors relating to rscisl dif-
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ferences in intelligence -- which I must stress we do not know
except for a few very rasre syndromes -- 1t might even facilitaste

the finding of specific environmental factors with which they in-~

teract. Examples abound in closely relsted spheres-~ from the use

of thyroxin for hereditery goiter, to specisl training for the

deef-mute child (whose I.Q. otherwise would be messured 2t zero.)
To-inhibit well-designed research in this difficult field

would be self-defestingly inhumene, much 2s we nust decry premsture

and ill-founded fensticisms.

Humen genetic studies within o given race and sex are much less
confounded by obvious environmentsl distortions; in this nsktower
context it is difficult to deny the plausible interpretstion of
many studies showing significent genetic involvement in inteligence,
and to @ lesser degree in psychopsthology. The tosk now is to iso=-

late the specific genetic-~ 2nd eventuslly biochemical-- factors
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thet mediste behsviorsl verisbility. The stetisticelly compelling
influence of 2n éxtrs Y-chromoscme, o35 discussed by Dr
one of our best lesgds for objective study of genetic influerce on
sociopathic belzvior-~ even if the larger number of XYY msles show
no ¢vident pothology. Zut with further refineuent of biochericel
anelyticel mgthods, for hormones, for neurotrsasmitters, for other
regulotors, it seems certsin thet still more cogent models will be
discovered.

worikers in this field sre sensitive to the very delicate prob-
lem of labelling, which is sn obvious ethicsl hazerd in desling
with human beings st risk, especicdlly with the law. The propensity
of rolice and prosecutors to brook no interference in the pursuit
of their difficult 2nd socislly vitel tesk poses serious problens
in the protection of confidence in resesrch dsta. ZEven in states
where the psychistric privilege is on +he
lege i5 fer more frsgile then thet of, szy, the attorney; and where
non-psychiatrist professionsls are necesszrily involved we may foresee
troublesome confrontstions. Further resesrch in these borderline fields
may be seriously frustrated if psychistrists do not succeed in
enlightening the lzwmekers shout the costs of subpoenss and searches

that override these confidences.



